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Beyond Bookkeeping:  
Developing Intellectual Skills in  
Honors Accounting Courses
L . Benjamin Boyar
LaGuardia Community College (CUNY)
Abstract: Critical thinking skills are sharpened in an introductory accounting 
course requiring students to think and write about contemporary issues connected 
to their discipline . Students are tasked to explicate opinions involving sharehold-
ers and stakeholders as expressed in a New York Times editorial by U .S . Senators 
Bernie Sanders and Chuck Schumer and to present an argumentative essay that 
demonstrates practical disciplinary competencies and understanding of procedural 
knowledge . The challenges and rewards of teaching writing in technical disciplines 
are discussed .
Keywords: accounting education; writing; stock buybacks; critical thinking; 
scaffolding
Research and writing are important aspects of an honors education . As an accounting professor at a community college, I confront a conundrum . 
Many students, particularly those whose first language is not English, gravi-
tate toward accounting because they are uncomfortable reading and writing, 
but it is precisely these students who benefit most from moving beyond the 
conventionally procedural nature of introductory accounting courses to the 
more conceptual aspects of the discipline .
To ease students into the habit of reading and writing about accounting 
topics, I created an assignment that requires them to respond to an edito-
rial in the New York Times written by Bernie Sanders and Chuck Schumer (3 
Feb . 2019) . The editorial argues that shareholders should not be rewarded 
with stock buybacks until other stakeholders, such as employees, receive 
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certain benefits . In agreeing or disagreeing, students apply discipline-specific 
expertise (stock repurchases are a standard topic in introductory accounting 
courses) to a contemporary issue involving the tension between manage-
ment’s responsibilities to shareholders vs . its responsibilities to a wider group 
of stakeholders . As one would expect given the prominence of the editorial 
writers, the opinion piece prompted debate, including rebuttal arguments in 
high-quality periodicals . I provide students with a sampling to expose them 
to various perspectives (e .g ., Spencer Jakab, Wall Street Journal 7 Feb . 2019; 
Stephen Gandel, Bloomberg.Com 4 Feb . 2019) and indicate that whatever 
position students adopt, they should consider the counterarguments to their 
thesis .
The assignment is structured as an argumentative essay, because advocat-
ing for a position is an important academic skill and a practical disciplinary 
competency . In designing the assignment, I use best practices such as scaffold-
ing—students submit short drafts, which I comment on, before completing 
their final papers—recommended in our college’s Writing in the Disciplines 
faculty development program, which uses John C . Bean’s Engaging Ideas: The 
Professor’s Guide to Integrating Writing , Critical Thinking, and Active Learning 
in the Classroom ( John Wiley & Sons, 2011) as a useful common reading . We 
also debate the editorial in class after students prepare their first drafts, an 
activity that works well in honors courses because of small class sizes and high 
levels of student engagement .
Above all, I strive to make the assignment and course discussion acces-
sible and enjoyable . Often the writing that accounting faculty infuse into their 
courses focuses on bookkeeping procedures . While writing about bookkeep-
ing may help students master technical concepts, I suspect it dampens rather 
than sparks a passion for writing . My alternative approach—coaxing students 
into writing and thinking about contemporary issues connected to their dis-
cipline—has the potential to create a virtuous circle in which accounting 
students read and write more as they lose their dread of doing so . The socially 
conscious aspect of the assignment renders more engaging a discipline with 
a reputation for being dry, especially for non-majors . Several students in my 
course enthusiastically volunteered to present their papers verbally at our 
college’s interdisciplinary honors research conference, and one even pursued 
revising her paper for the college’s selective honors journal . I have promul-
gated outward some of what I learned about teaching writing in technical 
disciplines by conducting professional development workshops at our col-
lege for faculty interested in infusing writing into technical disciplines .
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The students and I have both found satisfaction in making an account-
ing education part of a liberal education . As an accounting professor, I used 
to find it challenging to write letters of recommendation touting students’ 
academic abilities after seeing only the limited subset of intellectual skills dis-
played in mastery of procedural knowledge . But when accounting students 
conduct research, write essays, and deliver their arguments verbally, a fuller 
picture emerges . I am better placed to recommend students to four-year col-
leges and take pride in being among those who helped prepare them .
__________________________________________________________
The author may be contacted at
lboyar@lagcc.cuny.edu.
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